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Session 3: Catholicism before and after 1933 
Four things to keep in mind 
• People didn’t have our foresight; genocidal murder was not 
on the horizon. 
• A mindset of Catholic leadership dominated by societas 
perfecta ecclesiology. 
• Second-class citizenship and the enduring memory of the 
Kulturkampf. 
• The bishops’ disgust with both the political and cultural 
liberalism of the Weimar Republic. 
• German Catholicism was part of an international church. 
“Political Catholicism”: Center Party and Bavarian  
Peoples Party as bulwark of the Weimar Republic 
• Third largest party for most of the Republic. 
• Integral element, along with the SPD, of Weimar coalitions. 
• Much criticized by Rome for its coalitions with the anti-
clerical and socialist SPD. 
• Party chair after 1928 was a cleric, canon law expert Msgr. 
Ludwig Kaas. 
• After Brüning becomes chancellor in March 1930, a 
rightward turn in its politics.  
 
 
Papacy and German Catholicism: 
Vatican concordat policy 
• Historic fear that German Catholicism would go “national”. 
• Recognition of new (1917) code of canon law, esp. regarding 
appointment of bishops. 
• Eugenio Pacelli as Vatican nuncio to the Republic (1921-29), 
then secretary of state under Pius XI (1930-39). 
• Protection of aid to schools and state subsidies for the 
Church. 
• Concordat policy: no Reich policy, but Bavaria (1924), Prussia 
(1929), and Baden (1932). 
 
Lateran Accords (1929): 
Settling the Roman Question with Mussolini 
• Vatican City becomes a sovereign entity and a large cash settlement. 
• Catholicism the only religion of the Italian state. 
• Sturzo’s Catholic “Italian Popular Party” dissolved – Hitler takes 
notice. 
• Pius XI’s preference for Catholic Action rather than Catholic political 
parties. 
• Feast of Christ the King (1925). 
• A template for clerico-fascism? 
 
German Catholic hierarchy and Nazism up to 1933 
• Point 24 of the Nazi Party Program of 1920, on “positive Christianity,” 
rejected. 
• Nazism condemned as neo-pagan and hostile to Catholicism.  
• After Nazi party’s rise in 1930, Mainz Declaration repeats 
incompatibility of Nazism and Catholicism. 
• Other bishops follow this. Communion to party members denied at 
discretion of pastors.  
• U-turn engineered by Cardinal Adolf Bertram (March 28, 1933).  
• Fueled by fear of a new Kulturkampf and of losing their people to 
enthusiasm for new regime. 
 
Cardinal Adolf Bertram, prince bishop of 
Breslau, head of Fulda bishops conference 
Center Party and the Enabling Act  
(March 23, 1933) 
• Center Party debate over vote for the act. Brüning against, Kaas for it.  
• A quid pro quo? Surrender the Center Party for a Reich concordat? 
• New documentation says, “Probably not.” 
• Nazi intimidation of individual Catholics and organizations right after 
January 30. 
• But also genuine enthusiasm for new regime, though disillusionment 
set in. 
• Party dissolves itself on July 5, leaving Pacelli hurrying to conclude 
concordat negotiations. 
 
Vatican-Third Reich Concordat (July 20, 1933) 
• Negotiations in April between Ludwig Kaas and Franz von Papen. 
• Carried forward by Cardinal Pacelli, now Secretary of State.  
• Guarantees about confessional Catholic schools and Catholic instruction in 
common schools, by certified Catholic teachers (##21-24). 
• Religious orders could private schools (#25) 
• Guarantees of non-political organizations and associations, never specified 
by name (#31). 
• Banning of clergy from politics, though with freedom to preach Catholic 
doctrine and morality (#32). 
• Secret codicil on Catholic clergy and seminarians in the event of a draft. 
 
Concordat signing, July 20, 1933 
Pros and cons on the Condordat 
• Hitler: end of political Catholicism and international prestige 
of treaty with Holy See. 
• The bishops: public jubilation, private reservations. 
• Did it confuse Catholic consciences? 
• Pacelli: a gun to his head. 
• His modern defenders: a needed bomb shelter against a 
totalitarian regime. 
• What price institutional survival? 
 
From Concordat to Mit brennender Sorge  
(March 14, 1937) 
• For next four years the regime squeezed the church and its 
institutions, esp. on school choice. 
• An encyclical on Nazi racism and nationalism planned in January-
February 1937. 
• Distributed secretly in Germany and read from pulpits on Palm 
Sunday, 1937. 
• Condemned the divinization of race, people, or state as idolatry.  
• The true church of Christ, the universal Catholic Church, cannot 
be a national church. 
• No mention of anti-Semitism. 
 
Encyclical condemns divinizing race, 
people, and state as idolatry 
 
 
11. "None but superficial minds could stumble into 
concepts of a national God, of a national religion; or 
attempt to lock within the frontiers of a single people, 
within the narrow limits of a single race, God, the 
Creator of the universe, King and Legislator of all 
nations before whose immensity they are as a drop in a 
bucket' (Isaiah  40:15)."  
Debate in the Curia over Mein Kampf 
• From 1933 to 1937, debate within Holy Office about Nazi racism and 
nationalism.  
• Centered on Mein Kampf and Alfred Rosenberg’s Myth of the 
Twentieth Century. 
• Rosenberg put on the Index of Prohibited Books. But not Hitler, who 
was now a head of state. 
• Ten theses on racism and nationalism were distilled that eventually 
fed into MbS.  
• Argument was made that nationalism might be the greatest heresy of 
the twentieth century.  
 
Four stages in the “removal” of the Jews 
• Discrimination: Civil Service Reform Act (April 7, 1933) 
denied government employment to non-Aryans. 
• Segregation: The Nuremberg Race Laws (September 1935) 
denied them citizenship and forbade inter-marriage. 
• Expropriation: seizure of remaining Jewish assets; 
Kristallnacht pogrom of November 9-10, 1938. 
• Deportation and murder: fall 1941 after invasion of Soviet 
Union. 
Why Catholic reticence on Jewish persecution? 
• Official silence at key junctures: April 1933, September 1935, 
November 1938.  
• Fr. Bernhard Lichtenberg of Berlin cathedral: “even the burning 
synagogue is a house of God.”  
• The self-protection of a “super group” against a political religion? 
(Konrad Repgen) 
• Distinguishing religious “Anti-Judaism” and racist anti-Semitism 
insufficient explanation. 
• German Catholic teaching on “good” vs. “bad” anti-Semitism shows 
the problem. 
Gustav Gundlach, S.J., on “permissible” anti-Semitism 
“One may distinguish between a völkisch and race-politically disposed anti-
Semitism from one that has a state-political orientation. The former opposes 
Judaism because of its racial and ethnic difference as such. The latter does so 
because of the excessive and harmful influence of the Jewish part of the 
population within the same state’s population…The former type of anti-
Semitism is un-Christian, because it goes against the commandment of the 
love of the neighbor to oppose people solely because of the difference of 
their ethnic identity, rather than for their actual deeds… the second type of 
anti-Semitism is permitted, so long as it opposes the actual harmful influence 
of the Jewish part of the population… with ethical and legal means. Rejected 
therefore are discriminatory laws against Jewish citizens precisely as Jews, 
and this from the standpoint of the modern conception of state law.” 
 
Edith Stein's plea to Pope Pius XI (Lent 1933) 
"For weeks now not only Jews but thousands of loyal Catholics 
in Germany…have waited and hoped for the Church of Christ 
to raise her voice in protest against this misuse of the name of 
Christ.  Is not this idolatry of race and of the power of the 
State, which day after day the media hammer into the masses, 
an open heresy?  Is not this war of annihilation against Jewish 
blood a slander against the most holy humanity of our Savior, 
of the most Blessed Virgin and of the apostles? All of us who 
are loyal children of the Church...fear the worst for the 
reputation of the Church if this silence lasts any longer."   
Catholic response to the euthanasia program  
(June 1939-August 1941) 
• Hitler’s initiative but rooted in widespread beliefs about 
eugenics and race. 
• Anticipated by the sterilization law of July 14, 1933. 
• “Life not worthy of living”: killing mentally ill and disabled 
people by poison gas. 
• Exposed and condemned by Bishop von Galen’s courageous 
sermon (August 3, 1941). 
• No Catholic ambivalence here because of natural law’s 
protection of the right to life. 
 
Q & A 
 
Please add any questions you have into  
the Q & A box on your screen. 
 
Dr. Michael Hollerich will answer as many 
questions as the time allows. 
